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A Community-Based Approach to Supply Chain Design 
 
The role of beneficiaries in the humanitarian supply chain is highlighted in the 
imperative to meet their needs but disputed in terms of their actual decision-making and 
purchasing power. This article discusses the use of a beneficiary-focused, community-
based approach in the case of a post-crisis housing reconstruction programme. In the 
community-based approach, beneficiaries become active members of the humanitarian 
supply chain. Implications of this community-based approach are discussed in the light 
of supply chain design and aid effectiveness. 
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Introduction 
Disasters are increasing in occurrence but most importantly, in their impact on human 
life and livelihood. Over the last decades, disaster trends show a decrease in deaths 
but at the same time, an increase in the number of people affected by disasters, as well 
as an increase of the economic impact of disasters (EM-DAT, 2008). Delivering aid to 
vulnerable people is at the core of humanitarian logistics, while the economic impact 
of disasters is to be seen in effects on GDP on the macro level, the livelihood of 
individuals on the micro level, as well as in terms of the impact of disruptions on any 
supply chain with organisational members in the disaster area. Not surprisingly, 
mapping exercises of supply chain risks include political and economic instability as 
risk sources (e.g. the supply chain risk map by Aon Inc which is the leading global 
provider of risk management services), and (natural) disasters are seen as operational 
catastrophes in the supply chain (Norrman and Lindroth, 2001; Christopher and Peck, 
2004).  
Operational catastrophes are the raison d’être for humanitarian supply chains, 
which have core competencies in dealing with such disruptions (Kovács and Tatham, 
2009b). Thomas and Mizushima (2005, p.60) adapt the Council of Supply Chain 
Management Professional’s definition of logistics management to humanitarian 
logistics, changing the focus from the end customer to the beneficiary as follows: 
Humanitarian logistics is “the process of planning, implementing and controlling the 
efficient, cost-effective flow and storage of goods and materials, as well as related 
information, from point of origin to point of consumption for the purpose of meeting 
the end beneficiary’s requirements”. On the one hand, beneficiaries can be equated 
with end customers in the humanitarian supply chain (Thomas and Kopczak, 2005; 
Oloruntoba and Gray, 2006 and 2009; Maon et al., 2009), yet on the other, they lack 
the purchasing power of customers (Pettit and Taylor, 2007; Kovács and Spens, 
2008). Beamon and Kotleba (2006) go as far as to argue that beneficiary preference 
may be irrelevant in the relief setting. Nonetheless, as its definition suggests, the aim 
of humanitarian logistics is to meet end beneficiary requirements. Therefore, 
humanitarian relief operations typically commence with the activities of needs 
assessment, although, in the absence of good needs assessment data, humanitarian 
organisations can act as “proxies” for the cumulative needs of beneficiaries and act on 
their behalf (Tatham, 2009). 
At the same time, the role of beneficiaries as “victims” of disasters has been 
much discussed, including the notion that the term victim indeed victimises 
beneficiaries (Slim, 2002). A change in perspective was the introduction of the 
beneficiary view, attributing people not only human rights but a potentially active 
role, empowering them in the humanitarian context. To date, social marketing to 
micro-finance have rediscovered the power of beneficiaries, including their decision-
making and indeed, purchasing power (cf. Andreasen, 1994; Régnier et al., 2008). Yet 
humanitarian logistics literature has focused to a large extent on humanitarian 
organisations and their supply chains without considering beneficiaries as playing any 
active role in these. Even performance measurement in humanitarian logistics has 
been considered from the point of view of humanitarian organisations (e.g. Schulz and 
Heigh, 2009, van der Laan et al., 2009), or particular programmes and “missions” 
(e.g. Beamon and Balcik, 2008), not from the perspective of the beneficiary. The aim 
of this paper is thus, to examine the benefits and challenges of a beneficiary focus, 
and in particular, of community-based approaches, for supply chain design in 
reconstruction. The article commences with a short review of reconstruction supply 
chains and supply chain design. After a section on research methods, the topics of aid 
effectiveness and community based approaches in housing reconstruction are 
reviewed more generally, before turning to the case of housing reconstruction in the 
Kosovo. The article ends with the implications of community-based approaches in 
reconstruction for the design of humanitarian supply chains. 
Designing supply chains for reconstruction 
Humanitarian supply chain management distinguishes between different areas of 
activities such as disaster relief in natural and man-made disasters and development 
aid, as well as between different phases of disaster relief. Humanitarian logistics is 
associated mostly with the immediate response to a disaster, but there are many 
activities before and after a disaster that take place in the humanitarian supply chain. 
As for phases of relief, a minimal distinction is made between preparedness and post-
disaster, immediate response phases (Long, 1997; van Wassenhove, 2006), to which 
Altay and Green (2006) add mitigation and recovery. Further details are added in 
Safran’s (2003) disaster relief cycle that distinguishes between a disaster and an 
emergency element within the first post-event, immediate response phase. What is 
more, Safran (2003) (as well as Pettit and Beresford, 2005) links back reconstruction 
activities to preparedness in a learning loop. Such learning is particularly important in 
areas exposed to cyclical disasters such as hurricanes, or regions lying on a tectonic 
fault, as well as learning from industrial accidents and even (the avoidance of) 
warfare. Reconstruction is the time when housing and infrastructure in the disaster 
area is rebuilt, people resettled, and includes recovery and rehabilitation. Yet while 
literature has considered post-disaster prevention since the Indian Ocean tsunami in 
2006 (Beresford and Pettit, 2007; Banomyong et al., 2009), research on 
reconstruction has remained scant (Kovács and Spens, 2008). What is more, 
reconstruction suffers from a lack of funding, as donors tend to emphasise immediate 
relief.  
An emphasis on the immediate response phase accentuates, if not over-
accentuates the need for flexibility and speed in humanitarian supply chains. Yet 
disaster relief phases are intrinsically interlinked, not only in the activation from 
preparedness to immediate response (Tatham and Kovács, 2009b) but also from 
immediate response to reconstruction (Maon et al., 2009), and even from 
reconstruction to development (Oloruntoba and Gray, 2006). The flux between 
disaster relief phases implies that supply chain design in reconstruction needs to be 
flexible to continue from immediate response and to follow to a transition to 
development aid, as well as to include learning for preparedness. But as opposed to 
what Oloruntoba and Gray (2006) see as the agility maxim of immediate response, 
reconstruction operations can be planned (Taylor and Pettit, 2009). The possibility of 
planning these operations in advance shifts the focus towards cost efficiencies, albeit 
at the same time, reconstruction supply chains are temporary in nature, although 
taking a longer term horizon than for the immediate response phase. The temporary 
aspect also holds for measuring the performance of reconstruction supply chains, 
which is related to the accomplishment of their mission (cf. Beamon and Balcik, 
2008). Yet, as Beamon and Balcik (2008) problematise, amongst other things, the 
variety, interest and standards of stakeholders make it difficult to measure the 
effectiveness of a humanitarian relief mission. At the same time, accountability to 
beneficiaries as well as donors highlights the need for performance measurement in 
humanitarian supply chains. One of the most interesting questions in humanitarian 
supply chains is how to measure effectiveness, on the level of the organisation, the 
mission, or aid effectiveness in general. What is more, while there is a call to look at 
all stakeholders of a “mission”, it is still organisational (or programme) effectiveness 
that is typically under evaluation (see Schulz and Heigh, 2009, van der Laan et al., 
2009). To measure effectiveness in a humanitarian context, the concept needs to be 
approached from both the beneficiary perspective (not unlike a customer focus in 
“commercial” supply chain management), from the perspective of the supporting 
supply chain, as well as from a stakeholder perspective. In this paper, the focus is on 
the beneficiary perspective on the performance and design of reconstruction supply 
chains. 
Research methods 
This paper is based on the case of the housing reconstruction supply chain in Kosovo, 
in particular of the Housing Reconstruction Programme of 2000-2001. This supply 
chain included several organisations, the European Agency for Reconstruction (EAR), 
its 20 NGO implementing partners, 14 material suppliers, technical inspection teams, 
procurement specialists and constructors on the one hand, other donors and the United 
Nations Interim Administration Mission in Kosovo (UNMIK) on the other hand, and 
a number of housing committees on different levels to administer the housing 
reconstruction programme. UNMIK was instrumental in setting up a central housing 
committee as well as municipal housing committees, which ran in parallel to village 
reconstruction committees in relation to NGO implementing partners. Importantly, 
village reconstruction committees were composed of representatives of village 
communities, including potential beneficiaries. The housing reconstruction 
programme thus followed a community-based approach, and the supply chain 
included beneficiaries as active members of the reconstruction supply chain. Figure 1 
depicts the organisational structure of the Housing Reconstruction Programme. It 
compares well to Oloruntoba and Gray’s (2006) “typical humanitarian supply chain” 
that consists of donors and governments, international agencies (here the European 
Agency for Reconstruction and UNMIK’s Central Housing Committee), international 
and local NGOs (here as implementing partners), community-based organisations 
(Municipal Housing Committees and Village Reconstruction Committees/VRC) in 
terms of local partners and beneficiaries (beneficiary households), while adding 
technical inspection, purchasing agencies, and material suppliers as supply chain 
members. 
 
 
Figure 1. The entities that were involved in the Kosovo housing reconstruction supply 
chain (Source: EAR, 2002). 
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evaluation (results of which were reported in EAR, 2002) thus serves as the main data 
source of the study, though it needs to be mentioned that a member of the research 
team was also involved in the EAR evaluation itself. Whilst this increases the access 
and understanding of the data, one of the shortcomings of secondary data analysis 
remains, that of the data collection serving a different purpose than in this study. 
Nonetheless the value of the data lies in three things: a) the magnitude and the 
importance of the reconstruction project (huge economic and human resources were 
deployed) which was also very much interrelated to the peace-building process b) the 
uncertainty in the region due to political, cultural and ethnic considerations, c) the role 
of local communities in the design and implementation of disaster relief efforts. 
Secondary data analysis was employed as a research strategy in this paper due to the 
major practical constraints in accessing the research object.  
Secondary data analysis is quite common in other fields of research such as 
public health (see e.g. Pati and Danagoulian, 2008; Yam et al., 2009) and housing 
development (e.g. Tesfaye, 2007), and Internet research (e.g. Nancarrow et al., 2001). 
In logistics and supply chain management, secondary data analysis is mostly used for 
complementing primary data, though research in areas such as supply chain 
performance (Cuthberson and Piotrowicz, 2008), modelling the bullwhip effect (Lee 
et al., 1997) and estimating transaction costs in supply chains (Hobbs, 1996) also 
makes use of secondary data analysis as a sole method. Several articles in 
humanitarian logistics are also based on secondary data analysis (e.g. Pardasani, 2006; 
Beresford and Pettit, 2007) as this method allows for the analyses of events in what 
would otherwise be inaccessible settings, due to practical weaknesses in accessing the 
research object (cf. Wang et al., 1992). Interestingly, logistics and supply chain 
management research has also been criticised for a lack of innovative applications of 
secondary data (Sachan and Datta, 2005). 
In the original EAR review, case study data were collected from the members 
of the reconstruction supply chain as listed above, including a random sample of 
village committees, in in-depth interviews. This data was complemented with a mail 
survey sent to other NGOs in the area (of which 12/20 were returned). The small 
number of responses has not been seen as a problem considering the small sample size 
(20) and the abundance of open-ended questions in the survey, which gathered 
qualitative data rather than numerical assessments. Considering a potential bias in 
village reconstruction committees that made approval decisions as well as represented 
beneficiaries, these data were complemented (and triangulated) with focus group 
interviews in Gjergjice. Beneficiary data were captured via a (quantitative) household 
survey on a random sample of 720 actual beneficiaries plus a control group of 100 
people whose application for housing reconstruction had been rejected in the 
programme. The latter, rather descriptive, survey looked at the satisfaction of 
beneficiaries with the housing reconstruction programme and its implementation.  
Aid effectiveness in housing reconstruction 
There is an ongoing debate whether supply chain performance in disaster relief should 
be measured (a) internally related to the efficiency and effectiveness of the supply 
chain of any particular humanitarian organisation, (b) in the humanitarian aid supply 
network, i.e. taking the co-ordination of relief activities across several humanitarian 
organisations into account, or (c) externally, looking at aid effectiveness en large. Aid 
effectiveness is usually approached from a macro-economic perspective, as to say, in 
terms of the effects of aid on living standards and the stimulation of economic growth 
(Doucouliagos and Paldam, 2005). However, from the perspective of humanitarian 
supply chains, aid effectiveness can be seen as a measure of customer service, i.e. 
incorporating the beneficiary view to assessing supply chain performance. Oloruntoba 
and Gray (2009) even introduce the notion of customer relationship management in 
humanitarian supply chains. Parallels can be drawn to taking a patient view on health 
care supply chains (e.g. Spens and Bask, 2002; Swinehart and Smith, 2005). This is to 
evaluate the effectiveness of a ‘mission’ or programme (Beamon and Balcik, 2008). 
What is more, humanitarian supply chains need to be designed in order to support this 
mission.  
Equitable aid distribution targets the most vulnerable people without 
discrimination and according to their needs. The equity consideration is a 
distinguishing aspect of decision-making in the non-profit and public sectors (Balcik 
et al., forthcoming). The needs of beneficiaries, in essence, demand in the 
reconstruction supply chain, can be related to the impact of the disaster on their 
livelihoods (in housing reconstruction the damage to their homes) but also to their 
resources and abilities to restore these livelihoods. Needs assessment is a critical 
activity in any humanitarian supply chain, though in absence of actual needs data, 
humanitarian organisations often act as “proxies” to quantify the needs of a 
population (Tatham, 2009). Considering the relatively long-term perspective of 
reconstruction, there is usually no need for humanitarian organisations to act as such 
proxies in this phase of relief, rather, this is a situation in which beneficiaries can 
indeed articulate their needs. Although demand is not created in the sense of 
purchasing power – considering that needs are constituted by a lack of resources – 
beneficiaries can indeed become active members of the reconstruction supply chain. 
Yet, whilst technical inspection teams can assess damage to buildings, the assessment 
of the resources and abilities of beneficiaries is more difficult. Equitable aid 
distribution is not seen as a problem not a problem if aid, and funding, are unlimited. 
Constraints to funding, however, impose the requirement to find and assist the most 
vulnerable beneficiaries in order to improve living standards overall. What is more, 
equity is related to fairness, justice and impartiality, hence equity decisions require 
judgments regarding how individuals are affected by critical decisions (Balcik et al., 
forthcoming). For example, tensions in post-conflict situations have to be mitigated to 
ensure equity in aid in terms of assistance without discrimination. 
Another aspect of aid effectiveness is the contribution to economic growth 
(Doucouliagos and Paldam, 2005). Local sourcing, where possible, has a positive 
impact on the economic situation in the region, as well as ensures the cultural and 
regional applicability of solutions and the potential to maintain local lifestyles (cf. 
Long and Wood, 1995). Furthermore, the use of local information, expertise and 
labour contributes to local leaders taking a personal interest in the success of 
operations (Long and Wood, 1995). Not surprisingly, thus, there is a trend towards 
local sourcing in humanitarian supply chains (Jahre and Spens, 2007). When it comes 
to reconstruction, local knowledge is important in assessing meteorological conditions 
of the region, potential natural hazards (Pande and Pande, 2007) as well as local 
building codes and customs (Pardasani, 2006). 
A community based approach to housing reconstruction 
The view on aid recipients has changed throughout past decades. An earlier, victim 
view, would not only victimise aid recipients (Slim, 2002) but also assign them a 
passive role in the supply chain. In this view the needs of beneficiaries are not seen to 
be important, and the humanitarian community (donors and humanitarian 
organisations) provides assistance as they themselves assume to fit best. Many 
humanitarian organisations have a vast experience on previous needs and priorities of 
beneficiaries that can be used also for the prepositioning of prioritised items such as 
water purification tablets, high protein biscuits, shelter equipment etc. in different 
regions. Previous experience thus contributes positively to disaster preparedness and 
thus, to the mobilisation of disaster relief (Kovács and Tatham, 2009b). Not 
surprisingly, this poses the question of “who is the customer” in the humanitarian 
supply chain (Oloruntoba and Gray, 2009). Even the assessment of beneficiary needs 
can be performed without actual beneficiary participation through e.g. the use of 
unmanned aerial vehicles, thus shortening lead times in disaster relief (Tatham, 2009). 
Initial needs assessments can also be assembled through partner organisations and 
third party information (McLachlin et al., 2010). 
This perspective has though, been challenged in several ways. Beneficiaries 
are no longer seen as passive people whose livelihood happened to be affected by a 
disaster. Needs assessment activities have been altered to actively seek information 
from beneficiaries as they themselves articulate their needs (e.g. through the use of 
Red Cross/Red Crescent FAC teams in disaster areas). Whilst this has led to an 
empowerment of beneficiaries, the “voice” of the beneficiary being heard from the 
very beginning (cf. McCorkindale, 1994), it leads to new challenges in humanitarian 
logistics, e.g. to questions of sampling, visiting of the same households, whose voice 
should be heard etc. Needs are then matched with supplies. More recently, the push 
thinking of donors and suppliers has also been challenged (Oloruntoba and Gray, 
2009), and is starting to be replaced with pull thinking that originates from needs 
assessment.   
Needs assessment is, however, not the only aspect of “active” beneficiaries. 
Whilst for a long time, beneficiaries were seen as deprived of their purchasing power 
(cf. Pettit and Taylor, 2007; Kovács and Spens, 2008), recently, humanitarian aid has 
embraced cash components in aid as well as micro-financing for development. As 
early as in 1998, the IFRC handed out a cash component to beneficiaries in the 
response to Hurricane Mitch. Direct cash donations to beneficiaries have several 
advantages. Firstly, they restore the purchasing power of the beneficiary and give 
her/him the opportunity to decide actively on their most urgent needs. Secondly, from 
a supply chain perspective, it reduces the need for all sorts of logistical activities from 
purchasing to transportation to last mile distribution. Thirdly, they do not undermine 
the local economy with a sudden rise in imports. For obvious reasons, cash 
components in aid are viable only if the desired supplies for beneficiaries exist in the 
marketplace.  
Beneficiaries can not only be activated to decide upon their own individual 
needs, but also as a community. The community-based approach is a so-called grass-
root approach with an aspect of self-organisation of beneficiaries. Communities can 
be activated for the supply of materials and labour as well as in decision-making. 
Such an approach is more likely to ensure a precise articulation of needs, as well as 
beneficiary participation and empowerment (Pardasani, 2006). What is more, a 
community-based approach can contribute local knowledge to a reconstruction 
programme. 
Housing reconstruction in the Kosovo 
The disaster that necessitated the housing reconstruction programme in the Kosovo 
was a man-made humanitarian crisis in the late 1990s. Indeed, about 97% of disasters 
are man-made such as terrorist attacks, coupe d’états, as well as political and refugee 
crises (van Wassenhove, 2006). Signs of an upcoming crisis in the Kosovo appeared 
well before the actual conflict and war. The international community including aid 
agencies and humanitarian non-governmental organisations (NGOs) had a long time 
to prepare for its aftermath. The end of the conflict revealed large-scale housing 
destruction: an estimated 120,000 houses out of a total of over 250,000 were damaged 
or destroyed, although to different degrees. Houses were classified as very seriously 
damaged if over 60% of the house was destroyed, which in most cases meant 
effective destruction without even a sound foundation remaining. 47,000 houses 
pertained to this category. A further 32,000 houses were seriously damaged (i.e. 41-
60% of the house damaged), and 41,000 less badly damaged. The EAR had the 
possibility to provide reconstruction support for about only 12,000 houses. This 
constraint called for an approach to select beneficiaries that would be targeted in the 
housing reconstruction programme. The principles of humanitarianism include 
alleviating human suffering wherever found, without discrimination, and in relation to 
need (cf. Tomasini and van Wassenhove, 2009). Equitable distribution of aid thus is 
based on the actual needs of beneficiaries. As to say, demand for housing 
reconstruction assistance was to be determined not only by damages caused to the 
housing but also by the existing resources of beneficiaries to restore their homes. 
On the supply side, the damage assessment of the International Management 
Group (IMG) revealed some problems in the supply of building materials. Embargos, 
closed borders and delays in deliveries caused problems with the import of materials. 
At the same time, there was a limited availability of building materials such as timber 
and roof tiling within the Kosovo. A contributing factor to the scarcity of timber was 
the potential ecological impact of procuring timber from within the country only. 
Several factors contributed to the urgency of housing reconstruction. Apart 
from the question of a return to normal life and away from temporary housing, the end 
of the war saw a large wave of returnees. UNHCR estimated a total of 100,000 
returnees until the end of 2000, mostly Kosovo Albanian refugees returning home. 
Problems related to property rights appeared as well as the danger of further, renewed 
tensions between population groups. In other words, while demand is rather 
predictable in reconstruction, reconstruction supply chains that deal with post-military 
conflicts need to take the potential of renewed hostilities into account (Taylor and 
Pettit, 2009).  
Ensuring equity in aid distribution in the Kosovo 
Given a scarcity of funds for housing reconstruction, the Housing Programme needed 
to establish criteria for the selection of the beneficiaries most in need of their 
assistance. Anderson and Woodrow’s (1998) Capacities and Vulnerability Analysis 
was employed to match people, vulnerabilities and their capacities with the 
programme. This analysis is based on a matrix that evaluates the vulnerabilities as 
well as capacities of beneficiaries in three dimensions: the physical/material, 
social/organisational, and motivational/attitudinal. As a result of this analysis, most 
vulnerable households were deemed the ones least able to access the necessary 
resources to rebuild. From a macro-economic perspective, such a social targeting 
approach is applicable where the aim is to improve overall living conditions. 
Different organisations were involved in the identification of the most 
vulnerable households. Implementing partners of NGOs brought in international as 
well as local social assessment experts to carry out the capacities and vulnerability 
analysis. Yet the identification of beneficiaries started at the village level. Local 
partners in the form of community-based organisations that link implementing NGOs 
to beneficiaries are typical for humanitarian supply chains (Oloruntoba and Gray, 
2006). In this case, village reconstruction committees were formed through a bottom-
up approach, their members elected from and by the community, implementing a 
community-based approach. The aim of village reconstruction committees was to 
ensure the transparency of the beneficiary selection process, rendered accountability 
to both selected and non-selected beneficiaries and informed the community about the 
Housing Reconstruction Programme. This approach did indeed ensure beneficiary 
participation in the Housing Reconstruction Programme, even if not ultimately 
selected for assistance. 
Two methods were employed to mitigate potential post-conflict tensions. 
Firstly, information from the village reconstruction committees was triangulated with 
visible disposable assets and general living conditions to judge the income/asset 
situation of beneficiaries. These were assessed by the social assessors of 
implementing partners (NGOs). Other data used were technical damage assessments 
and the social vulnerability of single-headed households and widows. Upon the 
triangulation, municipal housing committees still verified the proposed beneficiary 
families. The second method was to open several potential channels to apply for 
assistance with housing reconstruction. Applications could be delivered to village 
reconstruction committees, or directly to UNMIK’s municipal or central housing 
committees. Over 50% of applications were, sent to village reconstruction committees 
(which represented 56% of the selected and 48% of rejected applications), which can 
be seen as an acceptable legitimacy for such a community-based approach. 
Findings from both the NGO survey and the beneficiary household survey also 
support the legitimacy of this approach. Interestingly, not only 82% of the actual 
beneficiaries of the Housing Reconstruction Programme, but also 30% of rejected 
applicants rated the VRC as satisfactory. Applications rejected by the VRC could still 
be sent to other instances directly, i.e. handled by UNMIK’s municipal or central 
housing committees, but the positive rating of VRCs by rejected applicants indicates 
that the community base of VRCs indeed made the process more transparent and 
acceptable to beneficiaries. This finding shows that community-based approaches and 
social targeting in beneficiary selection not only ensure local participation in 
reconstruction, but also have a positive effect on beneficiary satisfaction. Such a 
community-based approach builds on beneficiaries becoming active members of the 
supply chain. Village reconstruction committees are composed entirely of 
beneficiaries and act as gatekeepers of aid. This does not imply that the community 
had the final word in selection. On the contrary, it was the IP that played the major 
role in selecting the “right” beneficiaries after crosschecking the information supplied 
by the VRC.  
Beneficiaries as active members of the reconstruction supply chain 
From the perspective of the humanitarian supply chain, such a community-based 
approach to reconstruction also ensured access to local suppliers and capacities. This 
is in line with Long and Wood (1995)’s and McLachlin et al. (2010)’s suggestion to 
base the humanitarian supply chain on local expertise in terms of information from 
local personnel and a local labour force. A community based approach contributes to 
the maintenance of local lifestyles as well as the engagement of local leaders who take 
an interest in the success of operations. What is more, the hiring of local staff and the 
purchasing of local materials and services contributes positively to local economic 
development and thus, aid effectiveness from a macro-economic perspective as well.  
The implementing partners (IPs) of the Housing Reconstruction Programme 
adopted a community-based approach also in the selection of construction labour 
techniques of self-help, assisted self-help, and contractors (see Table 1). These could 
be mixed, so for example a nominally self-help house could have a contractor for the 
roof. Assisted self-help could comprise unpaid village labour teams as well as the 
more typical paid mobile teams of craftspeople. Table 1 summarises the strengths and 
weaknesses of each of these construction techniques as perceived by the beneficiaries. 
 
Table 1. Beneficiary participation in reconstruction (Source: EAR, 2002) 
Labour 
assistance 
Strengths Weaknesses 
Self-help  Encourages beneficiary 
participation/ownership 
 Generates local income and 
maximises involvement of local 
labour 
 Moderates envy of non-selected 
neighbours 
 Cost-efficient 
 The most vulnerable families 
cannot benefit from the self-help 
approach because of lack of 
expertise and economic means 
 Need for more supervision by IP 
(not enough while needed) 
 More time-consuming 
Assisted  
self-help 
 Encourages beneficiary 
participation/ownership 
 Ensures a more timely delivery if 
used to supplement “slow” 
beneficiaries 
 Higher pressure for timely 
delivery of material 
 More supervision (i.e. clarifying 
all of the obligations the 
beneficiaries have to meet in 
order to be problem-free and to 
finish on time) 
Contractors  The only feasible approach for 
the most vulnerable 
 Time-efficient 
 Quality control 
 Higher costs (i.e. fewer houses 
possible within the same overall 
budget) 
 
Implementing partners had the flexibility to decide which method was the most 
appropriate in the individual case. Some implementing partners adopted direct 
financial assistance to the beneficiaries in order to utilise the skilled labour present 
within the assisted family (extended) or the community and, as a means of ensuring 
that the cash flow was absorbed by the local economy. This cash component of aid 
also contributed to the empowerment of beneficiaries in them regaining their 
purchasing power. 
Whilst it was possible to use local labour and contractors, local sourcing of 
construction materials proved more difficult. The existing market in Kosovo could not 
cope with the rapidly increasing demand for construction materials. Therefore, most 
of the building materials had to be imported. For example, Kosovo did not have a 
functioning brick factory hence bricks were imported. Timber also needed to be 
imported from Bulgaria. The resulting estimate of local input, mostly of sand and 
gravel, sets its rate of housing materials at 25%. 
The supply chain design of the Housing Reconstruction Programme changed 
over time. At the beginning, materials were centrally procured through an agent 
contracted directly by the donor, and the agents subcontracted suppliers. In the later 
phases of the programme, materials supply was organised through international open 
tenders for each municipality. Contracted material suppliers were also in charge of all 
logistical activities including last mile deliveries and inventory management. 
Implementing partners employed, however, a controller for warehouses, while 
procurement specialist teams were responsible for quality control.  
The main challenge in the supply of housing materials was delays in 
deliveries. These were caused by a lack of experience of suppliers in trading with 
housing materials, as well as by the sheer scale of the Housing Reconstruction 
Programme. Further delays were instigated by the closing of the Former Yugoslav 
Republic of Macedonia border and the prior destabilisation of transport infrastructure 
such as railways. The main problem, however, remained the scarcity of supply of 
housing materials facing such a surge in demand. Local suppliers also experienced 
cash flow problems as no payment in advance was allowed. This led to the 
introduction of a voucher system in 2000. Beneficiary households were given 
vouchers (value corresponding to the assessed damage category) to be exchanged for 
specified reconstruction materials at nominated supply locations, whether these are 
private trader’s premises, or warehouses managed by implementing partners. 
Emphasis was placed on flexibility and maximum control of the beneficiaries, though 
suppliers were pre-selected by the reconstruction agency (EAR). Thus, the voucher 
system again stressed the active role of beneficiaries in the housing reconstruction 
supply chain. Indeed, 90.4% of beneficiaries expressed their satisfaction with the 
voucher system. 
Conclusions 
Similar to other humanitarian crises the need for co-ordinated action in the Kosovo 
was undisputable, since effective reconstruction efforts require combined action 
among different international organisations. In addition to this, the paper revealed 
clearly the crucial role that beneficiaries may play which can go beyond the 
articulation of their needs to the design, but also the actual implementation of the 
redevelopment efforts. Their involvement and contribution in the case of the Kosovo 
Housing Reconstruction Programme was not limited in the identification of the most 
vulnerable beneficiaries. Instead, beneficiaries provided labour as well as, to some 
extent, materials, while they were also actively involved in the selection and 
implementation of the programme. 
Benefits from community involvement  
The active participation of the community in the Kosovo housing reconstruction 
efforts seems to be accompanied by a number of benefits. First of all, community’s 
involvement in the selection of beneficiaries resulted in increased transparency. Next, 
the use of local sourcing in humanitarian aid, in contrast to other cases (e.g. the 2006 
Java earthquake and tsunami where the use of local bamboo as a standard material 
affected the speed of delivery and the rate of utilisation) has resulted in positive 
effects on local economies. Local sourcing implies a move away from global 
purchasing towards local and regional sourcing that takes also the lifestyles and 
cultures of beneficiaries into account (Long and Wood, 1995). This is not to say that 
materials cannot be purchased in a global market, but before taking such a decision 
the potential impact on the local economy, local customs, and even the applicability 
of the solutions provided has to be taken into consideration. 
A community-based approach to reconstruction ensures the motivation of 
beneficiaries to participate in the programme – and ensures the timely completion of 
reconstruction. Moreover, local participation in reconstruction through labour and 
materials leads to cost efficiencies as locally available materials do not need to be 
imported, and transportation costs are relatively low. Local labour is also more cost 
efficient compared to salaries of expatriates contracted for reconstruction.  
Challenges in implementing a community based approach 
The active role of beneficiaries in reconstruction can be facilitated if the 
reconstruction supply chain is designed around them. As the Kosovo Housing 
Reconstruction Programme indicates, beneficiaries and communities do have 
important roles to play, but final decision making should be left to IPs. IPs have to be 
as objective as possible and to avoid manipulation by local communities. Another 
important issue that emerged from the Kosovo case was the need to include all ethnic 
minorities in the Housing Reconstruction Programme so as to ensure that the 
accessible minority population receives its fair share.  
Within the area of humanitarian aid, reconstruction supply chains seem to 
benefit from a community-based approach despite the potential risks. Much of the 
effectiveness of reconstruction supply chains depends thus on community 
involvement in beneficiary selection as well as in the implementation of 
reconstruction programmes.  
Embracing a community-based approach requires a dynamic view on supply 
chain design. Whilst reconstruction does not need the proxy function of humanitarian 
organisations, the identification and selection of implementing partners and material 
suppliers requires some time. Pre-identifying potential implementing partners and 
material suppliers would help in the quick establishment of decision-making organs 
such as village reconstruction committees in this case. As often in humanitarian 
logistics, preparedness is key to the effectiveness of aid distribution also in 
relationship-building. 
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